University of Nebraska - Lincoln

DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln
Honors Theses, University of Nebraska-Lincoln

Honors Program

Spring 3-28-2022

The Woman Behind the Whitney
Breanna Epp
University of Nebraska - Lincoln

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/honorstheses
Part of the American Art and Architecture Commons, Book and Paper Commons, Contemporary Art
Commons, Fine Arts Commons, Game Design Commons, Other History of Art, Architecture, and
Archaeology Commons, and the Women's History Commons

Epp, Breanna, "The Woman Behind the Whitney" (2022). Honors Theses, University of Nebraska-Lincoln.
470.
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/honorstheses/470

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Honors Program at DigitalCommons@University of
Nebraska - Lincoln. It has been accepted for inclusion in Honors Theses, University of Nebraska-Lincoln by an
authorized administrator of DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln.

THE WOMAN BEHIND THE WHITNEY

An Undergraduate Honors Thesis
Submitted in Partial fulfillment of

University Honors Program Requirements
University of Nebraska-Lincoln

by

Breanna Epp, BA

Art History & Criticism, Graphic Design

Hixon-Lied College of Fine and Performing Arts

March 28, 2022

Faculty Mentor:
Stacy Asher, M.F.A, Design

Abstract
Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney was the founder of the Whitney Museum of
American Art, as well as a prominent sculptor and patron to artists in the early 1900s.
Her art collection was the largest of American art at the time, and she led the nation into
an appreciation of its own native art. Native in this context specifically means any art
that was made in America, not strictly art made by the indigenous people of the
Americas. Tackling her entire life, from growing up in the Vanderbilt family to her death,
I provide an overview of her interactions with the art world and touch on the important
milestones of her life. In this paper, I will talk about how Gertrude became inspired to
support American artists, through her collection and patronage, how her collection grew
into a museum, and how the Whitney would affect American art and support modern
artists.

Key Words: Art History, Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney, Whitney Museum of American
Art, American Art, Art Patronage
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LIFE AS A
VANDERBILT
Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney was born on
January 8th, 1875 in New York to the richest
family in America at the time, the Vanderbilts.
The Vanderbilt fortune was built and sustained
by the shipping and railroad industries in the
17th century1. Cornelius Vanderbilt, nicknamed
Commodore, began what would become the
Vanderbilt empire after borrowing $100 from
his mother and by piloting a passenger boat in
1810, ultimately resulting in him having complete control over all railroad tracks in and out
of New York City. Commodore took his family
from poverty to high society within his lifetime.
At the time of his death in 1877, he was the
wealthiest man in the country, reportedly leaving
$100,000,000 (more than what the U.S. Treasury
held at the time)2 to his family. His son William
doubled that amount by the time of his death.
Gertrude Vanderbilt was the eldest granddaughter of the Commodore, and as a result she was
constantly in the public spotlight and had extremely strict and extensive societal expectations put on her from a young age. One of her

major stressors was her belief that people only
liked her for her family’s money and not for her
personality or who she was. This belief caused
her to close herself off to people and therefore
have few close friends. She turned instead to
journaling as a substitute for personal connection. Throughout her lifetime she kept copious
journals to cope with the stress of her socialite
status and would confide in the paper about
topics or thoughts she could not reveal to her
family or friends. These journals not only contained her inner thoughts, but they were also
a space to collect her life as it passed her by.
Gertrude collected the people she interacted
with, and had entire journals dedicated solely
to describing them by their first encounter but
would update the descriptions as she grew to
know them better. Along with the people, there
were also a set of almost obsessive journals
dedicated to dinner party seating arrangements, where she would document what date it
Right: Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney
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happened, who sat where, and occasionally the
menu. She kept every little piece of ephemera,
from invitations to dance cards, tucked away in
the pages of her journals3. She meticulously detailed her early life, even starting an autobiography, which she titled ‘My History’. These journals
were a way of containing thoughts, memories
and even herself, but was also the first steps we
see her taking towards becoming a collector.
As art historians, we are provided a unique
insight into the mind of Gertrude Vanderbilt and

how it felt to grow up as a Vanderbilt through her
journals. We can learn about her early education
and a large portion of the family’s interactions,
including vacations. In 1890, Gertrude took her
first trip to Europe at the age of 15. While there,
she would have lessons in English and literature
as well as in art during the week. On the weekends, she would visit the Salon in Paris, her
first real experience with art. While we know her
family had paintings hung in their multiple properties, the collection was not to the extent of the
Salon or even to the one Gertrude would amass.
Below: Whitney at her MacDougal Studio
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EARLY
COLLECTION
AND
PATRONAGE
Gertrude married Harry Payne Whitney in 1896
and soon moved into a new house given to them
by Harry’s father, William. This house was across
the street from the family house she grew up
in. When she realized that this new house had
been decorated with the best examples of art
from Europe her desire to redecorate began to
grow. This led to her meeting John La Farge,
who had crafted stained glass for Harry’s father.
La Farge’s watercolors inspired Gertrude. She
bought three paintings: Dancers and Musicians,
Dancing Natives, and From Joni Mandraiwivi’s
House, Fiji. While these three paintings would
appear in the catalogue of the collection from
19314, the current collection is missing them,
as shown on the Whitney Museum’s website5.
Without the original catalogue, there is no other
evidence of these watercolors, seemingly lost
to time. However, these three paintings were
what I believe to be the start of her art collection, and her specific focus on American
artists. While historically unimportant these
watercolors are of utmost importance to me
because they are the founding pieces of one of
the greatest collections of American art, which
led to the founding collection of an important

American museum and therefore should not be
discounted. Gertrude discovered something
in these three paintings which inspired her
support of American artists. History should not
accept that these paintings are just missing,
because if they were important to Gertrude,
they should be important to the world of art.
In late June of 1904, Gertrude began a new
journal separate from her social journal of the
time. Within this new journal, she began thinking about and planning situations where she
could use her money and social position to
not only grow her own creative explorations
through her sculptural practices, but also
to start her art patronage. Gertrude hoped
to help American art and artists as well as
her career. This new journal marked her first
thoughts in creating a school or museum.
Three years later in 1907, Gertrude took her first
step towards art patronage as she organized
an exhibition of art at the Colony Club in New
York City. The Colony Club was an exclusive
social and artistic club for women which had
been founded just a few years earlier in 1903.
A majority of the show was to be expected
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for an art exhibition. A third of the exhibition
contained a collection of Academy approved
miniature portraits of club members and their
families. There were also two display cases
of antique lace originally belonging to Marie
Antoinette, passed down through the elite.
However, the third and final portion of the
exhibition came as a surprise to viewers, a
small collection of contemporary American
paintings by notable artists. Artists included
in the Colony Club exhibition were Arthur B.
Davies, Ernest Lawson, Jerome Meyes, and
15 others6. This exhibition even included one
woman, Bridget Guinness, which was unexpected at the time. The inclusion of American
artists in her first exhibition, during a time

when American artists were underrepresented in their own country was revolutionary.
The same year as the Colony Club exhibition, Gertrude acquired 19 MacDougal Alley,
which she used as a studio space to
work on her sculptures which allowed her
to rapidly advance her techniques artistically. Eventually, this studio would be morphed
into the first building of the Whitney Museum
of American Art. By choosing a location in
Greenwich Village, she surrounded herself with
other American artists, as the area attracted
artists from around the United States due to
its central location in New York City and inexpensive rent. Her interaction with these artists
would ultimately result in the formation of the
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Whitney Studio and its many reincarnations.
Gertrude would organize another exhibition the
following year, 1908, The Eight’s exhibition at
the Macbeth Galleries. The Eight were a group
of American painters who would be linked to
the Ashcan school of art. They protested the
exhibitions held by the National Academy of
Design, which only showed a limited number of
artists, most of which were heavily influenced
by European art. The Eight consisted of Robert
Henri, Everett Shinn, George Luks, Maurice
Prendergast, John Sloan, Arthur Davies, William
Glackens, and Ernest Lawson7. In hosting this
exhibition, Gertrude cemented herself as an
important person in the American Art world,
departing from the European tradition she was

surrounded by growing up. Gertrude left the
exhibition with four paintings for her personal collection: Laughing Child by Henri, Revue
by Shinn, Winter on the River by Lawson, and
Woman with Goose by Luks. John Sloan, 40
years later, said that when Gertrude bought
those four paintings, she became a stimulus
to a group of artists that had previously been
financially unrecognized. The paintings that she
bought are considered to be beautiful examples
of the American realist school, but they were
seen as unfashionable at the time8. Gertrude’s
purchase would establish a trusted relationship with the artists and her as a patron.
Left to Right: Robert Henri, Laughing Child, 1907,
Everett Shin, Revue, 1907
Ernest Lawson, Winter on the River, 1907
George Luks, Woman with Goose, 1907
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THE MANY
STEPS TOWARDS
THE WHITNEY
1913 rolls around and Gertrude took another
step towards the future Whitney Museum.
She negotiated for 8 West Eighth Street which
backs up to her studio at 19 MacDougal
Alley. Her plan, though never said outright,
was to connect her studio to this new property. Gertrude planned on creating exhibition
spaces for living artists, resulting in the Whitney
Studio. Whitney continued to organize exhibitions of both American artists and her sculptural works within this new space. She created
an environment for artists to showcase and
sell their works. The Whitney Studio started
the careers of many young American artists.
In 1916, Gertrude held an exhibition of her
personal collection of art, some purchases,
commissions, and gifts from artists that appreciated her support over the years, which
showcased how her interests were unusual
considering the period. Two-thirds of the
42 works showed were by American artists,
many of which are familiar names: John La
Farge, Ernest Lawson, George Bellows,
Robert Chandler, Howard Cushing (a close

friend and mentor), Robert Henri, James Whistler
and pieces from multiple others. One specific
piece included was Henri’s portrait of the patron
herself. This portrait altered the traditional reclining female, moving away from the Venus or nude
figure, choosing instead to portray his patron as
a modern woman. While this portrait does not
depict Gertrude as most artists typically would
have, she does not appear any less refined. Her
attire still hints at her wealth through her pearl
necklace, the multiple rings, and silky fabrics.
This ‘modern’ look depicted her as confident
and self-assured, something that was not typical
for someone of her social status. Harry reportedly would not allow her to hang this portrait in
their house simply because “she was wearing
pants”9. Gertrude was not the typical well-bred
woman that she was expected to be, but she
was everything the artists needed. Her collection, even at this early date, contained more
American art and art made by women than any
other collection. Although she collected more
art by women than most other collectors, she
and her director, Juliana Force, did not choose
to help them because they were women. They
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Above: Robert Henri, Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney, 1916

helped because they believed they should
be treated as artists, ignoring their gender.
In 1918, the Whitney Studio closed, and the
Whitney Studio Club opened. The purpose of
the Club was similar to the Studio: to provide
exhibition spaces but with the addition of spaces
for the artists to relax or learn. An art library
and squash court were also included, as well as
apartment spaces for artists who might need the
place to stay. Gertrude wanted to accommodate
the artists in any way possible. She even gave
money to many artists for hospital bills or to
cover rent, although her records of how much
she donated were destroyed after her death.
The Club would hold many exhibitions, one
being the Indigenous Painters exhibition in
1918, which aimed to create ‘indigenous’
artwork. In this case, indigenous meant art

that was created in America, but more specifically created within the Whitney Studio
Club. Gertrude gathered a group of artists
to create artworks in the confines of the
Studio. Many artists wound up hating their
individual pieces, but all joined together to
work on one painting collaboratively10.
The Studio Club closed in 1928 for the opening
of the Whitney Studio Galleries. Gertrude and
her partner, Juliana Force, thought the Studio
Galleries would allow artists greater opportunities to exhibit their works. The Club closed
with over 400 members of American artists,
with many recognizable names like Edward
Hopper and Robert Henri. Gertrude bought
at least one artwork from each exhibition the
Studio Club held, sometimes with the aid of
Force, to add to her ever-growing collection.
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THE WHITNEY
MUSEUM OF
AMERICAN ART
By 1929, Gertrude had acquired over 600 works
of contemporary American art, most likely the
largest of its like at the time. The collection is a
culmination of her early collecting, the Whitney
Studio, Friends of the Young Artists, the Studio
Club, and the Studio Galleries, and any other
random acquisitions that was made in support
of local artists. When Gertrude bought the three
now lost original La Farge watercolors and the
four paintings from the exhibition of the Eight,
I do not think she realized the massive impact
her collection would have. However, Gertrude
did realize her collection of artworks and the
artists who made them deserved better treatment and to be seen. This resulted in her offer
to the Metropolitan Museum of Art to endow
a new wing for her entire collection. However,
like many institutions of the time, the Met was
uninterested in contemporary art, but more
specifically American art. Other museums
like the Met were primarily interesting in collecting art by artists who had already gained
a reputation and a certain recognition.

Her plans were set into motion soon after,
to take her collection and found a museum
based on opposite principles from the Met.
This museum would aim to highlight the modern
artists of the United States, those artists whose
careers were just starting. The museum was
founded in 1930 following a press release
where Gertrude announced the new museum
officially. Within the press release, she stated
that the primary purpose of the institution would
be to discover new talent before the artist dies
or loses the creative spirit due to aging. The
Whitney Museum of American Art would
officially open its doors on November 18th,
1931 amidst the Great Depression11.
Gertrude had to dip into her own capital to
work on the remodeling of 8 West Eighth Street
and the acquisitions of new paintings for the
opening. The remodel would create galleries that
were simultaneously separate but connected.
Right: Whitney at the opening of the Whitney Museum
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This museum would differ physically from
most other institutions in the country. Instead
of typical white, grey or other neutral-colored
walls, the Whitney’s walls would be painted blue
or other muted colors. Another feature of the
museum that would differ would be the space
dedicated to each painting. Instead of the salon-style or crowded walls, the Whitney would
space out each painting. On top of the difference
in display style, the Whitney had one more difference, the first director was a woman, Juliana
Force, whereas the Metropolitan Museum of Art
has never had a female director in their history.
There are many notable paintings and artists
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in Gertrude’s original collection, from Stuart
Davis’s Eggbeater no. 1, to Charles Demuth’s
My Egypt. The Whitney, like its founder, has kept
detailed records of its collection from the very
beginning. The museum published a catalogue
of the founding collection which combined both
Gertrude’s personal collection and purchases
made prior to opening. These purchases were
made by Juliana Force with assistance from
Gertrude, including the addition of Edward
Hopper’s Early Sunday Morning. Another
notable aspect of the founding collection is
Gertrude’s own work. Gertrude produced magnificent sculptures and included Chinoise, Head
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for Titanic Memorial, and three others in the
founding collection. While using her art patronage to help artists, she also helped herself grow
as an artist, by showcasing her work and surrounding herself with creative energy. According
to the catalogue of the collection in 1931, the
collection contained 345 oil paintings, 1 stained
glass window, 147 watercolors, gouaches,
pastels, or oil studies, 116 drawings, 116 sculptures, and a large number of prints12. The museum’s need to share their catalogue has been
translated into the 21st century, as their entire
collection has been digitized and is available to
the public through their website, whitney.org.
he Museum and its collection would move 3
times from the opening to the present. The

first move was in 1954 from the original Eighth
Street address to an expanded site on W 54th
Street. The next move in 1963 was to the Marcel
Breuer designed building on Madison Avenue
at 75th street. And most recently in 2015, the
museum moved to 99 Gansevoort Street directly
between the Highline and the Hudson River.
The original 600 works in the permanent collection grew to about 1,300 with the opening
of the second building in 1954. This number
grew to approximately 2,000 following its move
to the Breuer building on Madison Avenue in
1963. The collection is now up to over 25,000
works by more than 3,500 American artists
of the 20th and 21st centuries13. Gertrude’s
collection started with three watercolors and
four paintings by the Eight and grew into one
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Left to Right: 8th Street Building, 54th Street Building, Marcel
Breuer Building, Current Gansevoort Building

of the greatest collections of American art.
Gertrude’s collection was not originally meant
to live in a museum, but functions perfectly within one. Gertrude could have easily had
one of the most prestigious collections in
the world with all her res-ources and societal connections. Instead, she focused on the
artists who were often overlooked by collectors who were solely looking for artists that
would have been approved by the Salon or
the Academy. By focusing on American artists,
she helped the United States come to appreciate the art its own people were creating.
When Gertrude died on April 18, 1942,
at the age of 6714, she left behind an institution that had been on the frontlines in art from the beginning.
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REFLECTION
The last four years as a double major of art
history and graphic design have culminated
into this thesis. Reading countless books
and journals provided an example of how to
thoroughly analyze and write about art, more
than simply describing what the painting or
object looks like. While reading has been
helpful in my academics, the 10-15 page papers
research papers that I have had to do for my
art history classes was the best preparation for
this project. I chose to not only write a typical
research paper, but to advance the project
and bring in my other major I wanted to design
this essay as an editorial. While the research
paper was enough to stand on its own, the
creative aspect was important as it would help
showcase both of my majors in one project.
I believe that this thesis is a good representation
of my studies, and is an extensive dive into
my topic, Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney and
her art patronage for American artists at the
beginning of the 20th century. My process of

collecting secondary and primary sources gave
me an insight into Gertrude’s life that I had not
expected to at the beginning of the project.
The incredibly detailed autobiography and the
entire colle-ction of journals were informative
into her inner thoughts, not the general overview
I was used to from other biographies. One of
my major struggles was not including all of
the stories and facts about her life that I found
interesting, and really focusing on the parts
that would further my argument. I found myself
getting drawn into her story, something that
I hope I can pass on to those who read this
essay, as her story is incredibly fascinating.
This thesis provided me with the opportunity
to take my skills and create something
that I want to share with people. I learned
how to embrace the challenge of taking
a typical paper and advancing it the next
level and overcoming obstacles that I had
not anticipated. These obstacles simply
helped me become a better student.
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